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Are our Guildrea’s beat and tearing 
eapericnces suffering because of subile 
eaposure tat vartely OF Qvenlichh century 
chemicals us their schoul roan? 

Joly Zupancie the director af the York 
Region Roman Cathohe Separate School 
Bout. thinks this is a strang possibility, 
He says that he hits become seriously 
convermed with the possibility that an 
unknown number of students are being 
harmed in a variety of ways by fumes from 
every-day substances and practices in their 
school environments. 

Zupancic claims that) his board's 
increased awareness abyut indoor gir 
pollution has been created by the current 
drive ar smoke-(ree schools that was 
initiated by principals and teachers* 
federations, But bis personal concern about 
the potential damage to health and learmag 
through vaposure to harmful substances in 
the school was greatly increased recently 

_ When a parent described to him how a 
sehuol building can make his child il. 

The story that parent told to Juha 
Zupancie may have inuch in common with 

mothers in the 


the vapericnces of the 
tollowing descriptions, 
Unexplained UWlnesses 

“hrher daughter's case, the ness began, 
diong with the painting (in the school), in 
September, She hud a cold for three weeks 
tier schol began, after which she 
expenenced exhaustion aad headaches. The 
mother described how this fatigue 


Suntinued alcemittently duruse the ting the 

o, uecompamed by 
wollen lingers, 
ier spending 
1 the school building, subside 
aller a weekend at home, then reappear once 
the child returned to school,” 

“The yirl hud formerly been an exectlent 
sudem, receiving high =o marks and 
participating in muny school activities. 
Now her marks are close to the pass level 
and she hus great difficulty concentrating: 
She expericnves problems with the air in 
the school washroom whi 
vee hair s. Ia the classroom, the 
sincll of paper reproduced by means of ditto 
copiers causes her to have difficulty 
thinking and leaves hee fecting confused. 
Floor cleaners and disinfectants, especially 
those used in the school cufeteria, create 
similar problems for this student.” 

“Alter the Christmas holidays that yeur, 
(another child) beeame so ill she could no 
longer enter the school building, The 
tnother said she doesn't know precisely 
what caused her daughter’s health to tum 
the corner, but she had many symptoms: 
severe body temperature fluctuations, 
headaches, inability to concentrate, fatigue, 
a tendency to burst into tears when asked 
questions. A doctor diugnosed a virus and 
advised the girl to stay home and recover. 
Upon returning to school, her symptoms 
returned with 20 minutes of being in the 
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buildtag, a0 she finished the schaut year 
with a home tuter,” 

“She tects that her daughter's 
sensitivities developed duet gver- 
exposure to chemicals und that it is u 
spreading phenomenon. Wt is her Opinion 
that her daughter isn't an isolated case, but 
only the tip of the iceberg, with the 
problems accelerating in seriousness if kids 
continue to be expused to so many harmful 
chemicals. For instance, she bus a son, 
always thought of as the healthiest child in 
the family, who has suddenly become sick 
since painting began in his school,” 

“A third mother desembed an incident 
that occurred in a chemistry class. 
Apparently there was some (rouble lighting 
the bunsen bumers and some gas escaped 
into the room. The girl tumed gray and 


“Ai ”, 
fined: Data Gathering : 

The three women whose coniments are 
suinmarized here were among many 
teachers, parents and interested individuals 
who spoke in February $985, ut Toronto's 
Riverdale Collegiate at a public mecting to 
hear people's experiences regarding 
pollution and education. 

A coinplete summary of their comments 
appears in “Recommendations for Action 
on Pollution and Education in Toronta: A 
Repon” (by Bruce M. Small & Associaics 
Lid., May 1985). The report is the result 
of u pioncering study commissioned in tate 
1984 by the Pollution and Education 
Review Group of the Toronio Board of 
Education, 

One of the operative questions for the 
study was: Cun polluted sir, even mildly 
polluted indoor air, se illness and/or 
Jeumning «problems? ‘The parents and 
tuachers who contributed to the study, like 
those whose expericnces are summurized 
here, Certainly think so. Many researchers 
also think it can, at leant for some peuple, 
and the evidence in support of this idea is 
increasing, 

A nuinber of chemicals, some of which 
are found in low concentrations in building 
materials, school and office supplies. 
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cleaning and pest-conteal materials, have 
been found to effect the nervous system, 
possibly causing concentration and learning 
problems. In fact, researchers are 
discovering the harmful effects of the 
emissions from literally hundreds of 
modem chemicals. Governments are 
becoming concerned about the health 
effects related to various levels of 
ventilation and emissions from insulating 
materials, especially in the newer air-tight 
buildings. 

In: his report for the Toronto Board of 
Education, Bruce Smail, an indoor air 
quality expert who lives near Stouffville, 
states, “Low levels of chemicai exposures 
commonly found in our ... homes, offices 
and schools may indeed be sufficient to 
bring on discomfort and even physical and 
mental disease, at least for some of us.” 

There are a number of reasons for this 
rather insidious health threat. Current 
research shows that chronic fow-level 
exposures to many twentieth century 
chemicals over a tong period of time may 
be as dangerous, if not more so in some 
cases, as the intense, high-level exposures 
that are more commonly recognized to be 
toxic. This negative result of chronic low- 
level exposures may be explained by the 
combined action or “synergistic effect" of 
pollutants, where substances interact to 
create a greater danger than the equivalent 
level of each substance would by itself. 

In addition, some people may be more 
vulnerable than others {0 the negative health 
effects of indoor air pollutants. Some 
people may never gel sick as a result of 
exposure to air pollutants while others may 
be highly chemically sensitive or 
“hypersusceptible.” 

But it would be a mistake to think, as 
illustrated by the three examples quoted 
earlier, that only a specially pre-disposed” 
group of people are affected. People with 
allergies are usuaily among those affected 
first and most severely by indoor pollutants, 
but normally healthy people can also 
experience negative effects, including 
permanent disability in some cases, trom 
contact with chemical substances, While a 
tendency to sensitivitics and allergies may 
be inherited, researchers have shown that 
susceptibility can be created in peopic who 
have been previously healthy. 

A related aspect of hypersusceptibility 
that is not well known, but one that helps 
make it such a serious and potentially long- 
term problem, is what some researchers 
have called a “spreading phenomenon.” 


Once a person is sensitized to onc” 


» substance, continued exposures may result’ 
in adverse reactions at lower levels of 
exposure to that same substance, and to 
low-level exposure of other chemicals as 
well... Chemical sensitivity appears to be an 

increasing, albeit newly 

occurrence. Judge George Thompson 
recently chaired a Provincial Ministry of 


recognized,. 
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Health Conunitee on Environmental 
Hypersensitivity Disorders. After exicnsive 
investigation and consultation, a teport was 
issued which began, “... Our study of ... 
environmental hypersensitivity raised our 


about the tole Ul 
ehvonmental factors as a caiuse-of huni 
iMness. It scents clear that we ure inexorably 
increasing the toxicity of our environment.” 
The report deplored the lack of “adequate 
information about the effects of law dose 
exposure over long periods or possible 
synergistic effects of long-tenn exposure lo 
utany chemicals.” 

On-going studies around the world secon 
to concur with the Toronto Board of 
Education's assessment of how air pollution 
is affecting, not only the health of statf and 
students, but also their education. For 
instance, from a clinical researcher at 
Alberta Children’s Hospital comes a list of 
situations and substances within the school 
setting that have becn found to negatively 


sonscinusness 


affect health, learning and behavior of, 


children who are environmentally sensitive: 
painting .in the school, Gestetner-copied 
mitcrials, scented washroom products, 


school room supptics such as art materials, * 


synthetic rugs and curtains, plastic gym 
mats, cleaning compounds, mold 
inhibitors, insecticides, school bus exhaust, 
and tarring of roofs or playgrounds. 

Bruce Small, who, in addition to 
authoring the report for the Toronto Board 
of Education, has written many reports on 
chemical hypersusceptibility and indoor air 
quality, including one on — urea- 
formaldchyde foam insulation, feels that the 
biggest threat conceming pollution and 
education is construction and renovation 
while school is in scssions. The 
consequences of a construction incident 
“are not just onc-time but may be the 
beginnings of a lifelong illness for some 
people.” 

In part two of “ts School Making Your 
Child Hl" we shall look at how the two 
regional boards of education are attempting 
to minimize the pollution potentials. 
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Towards a safer school environment 
ls school making your child ill? (Part 2) 


Hy WENDY PRIESNITZ, 

dais sehoal making your child ill?” 
Part l, we examined the palluiants within 
schools that vauld be having a deleterious 
effect an the health of the students ane Maff. 


What are our boards 6f edveation doing 
about (us potential time bamb of a 
problear? 

When the Sepsrate School Board's ore 
Zupancic realized the potential seriousness 
of the threat posed to both stalf and 
sMudents, he acted quickly. At the end of 
January, a staff clean air committee was set 
up under the chairmanship of Charlie 
Simith, the bourd's health and physical 
education consultant, — Although the 
immediate issue being tackled by the 
conmunitice is smoking, Zupanci¢ says that 
it will be looking into the health effects af 
all practices and materials in schools. 

He = personally = feels a strong 
responsibility to “advise the board that we 
necd to provide a safe Icarning 
environment.” If a synthetic carpet, or its 
gluc, or painting during school hours, or 
anything else, is going to cause health or 
learning problems - for cven a few 
individuals, Zupancic says his bourd has a 
moral obligation to consider alternatives or 
ways to minimize the hazard. 

He feels that his approach is “the way of 
the future” and hopes that his board's 
rescarch into the causes of indvor air 
pollution in schools will “save it money and 
gricf in the Jong run.” In addition to 
investigating the available scientific 
research on the subject, Zupuncic suggests 
that children in the system who have 
allergies and sensitivities could be 
monitored as a way of leaning more about 
what affeets them. He is convinecd that not 
only school boards, but governments must 
do more rescarch into the subject. 

Public Board Practices 

Ron McKnight, the superintendent in 
charge of plants und sites for York Region 
Board of Education, says that he and his 
colleagues have been aware of the problem 
for some dime and that the Toronto Board's 
teport is being studied by his bourd. He 
remarks that “on first glance, it would 
appear that many of the — report's 
recommendations (la curb pollution in 
sehoals) are already in’ place in’ York 
Region,” 

And it does seem that auch hits been 
done to cnsure clean ai in the board's 
schools. MeKaight cites such pusitive 
policies Hy those banning smoking in 
schools and making product chemical 
ingredicnts atvashible lo custodial stall, 
“usually restricted to the 


Painting as 
alivctowis SHE, coenis being: pamnted arte 


isolated Off the aie sysivar, and a portale 
charcoal (ication unt is used to resteet 
odors fram moving throughout the school 
and to protect the painters.” Pesticule 
spraying iy usually done over the weekend, 
“unless 3 principal decides otherwise. 
Also, various department head conmiitices 
meet regularly with the board's new health 
and safety officer, Grueme Gilday, to 
review practic dd casure that students 
are not exposed unnccessarily to toxic 
materials. 

Unfortunately, despite the — best 
intentions, indoor uir pollution problems do 
arisc, due both to circumstances and 


JOHN ZUPANCIC 

incamplete knowledge. The new Unionville 
High School is a prime example. When 
school opencd fast September, construction 
of parts of the building was still underway, 
resulting in students and staff being caposed 
toa varicty of pollutants, including 
construction dust, uncavered insulation, 
Paint and vumish fumes, and caulking 
compounds. While the school has not 
documented negative reachions, many of the 
building's inhabitants have expericnced, 
from time fo time singe school begun, 
headaches, stomach aches and nasal 
congestion. [tis unknowa how much. if 
any. permanent diantage has been done due 
to exposure to pail, varnish and solvent 
funes, for example. 

Hut there is much documented evidence 
that fumes frons construction mitertals cah 
Cause symiptomy that range from headache, 
muscle weakness, Cigue and nauses to 
fuszy thinking, central nervouy system 
depression and/or disnaye and pertanent 
Sensitization to other chemicals, Often new 
vent 
baktnced, ar unsatisiactory ventiGen dae 


ation systems that cre not completely 


fo conser sboot enemy ebhercasy mos 
worsen the problem 
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Fortunately, MeRnigit’ feels that the 
UHS problen is an isolated one, caused by 
the extreme rush to occupy the high school. 
Sle says that new schools Hormally aren't 
occupicd cuntit a omenth or so. after 
construction is finished. New elementary 
schools in the area, for instance, due to be 
finished this spring and not scheduled to be 
occupied by students until September, 
allow the construction activity and any 
residual fumes to be things Of the past, says 
MeKnight. 

Problems for Bourds 

Ala recent conference in western 
Canada, Air Pollution Control Association 
vice-president Steve Hart stated, “Indoor 
air pollution is probably the most serious 
cavironmental problem of the future,” Now 
rescarch developments may modify the 
scientific community's understanding of 
indoor air pollutants and their effects, but 
there is more than cnough evidence that 
pollutants are present in our schools than 
can impede education and have long-term 
health effects. 

Unfortunately this new awareness will 
put increased demands on school boards’ 
already strained budgets and human 
resources. Nevertheless, the report done for 
the Toronto Board of Education reflects a 
growing awareness on the part of the, 
trustecs that school boards must attempt to 
provide an optimum Icaming environment 
for all children: “If the Board may be 
required, under Bill 82, to provide special 
education environments for exceptional 
students, provisions: for ihe most sensitive 
students could become prohibitively. 
capensive,* 

Bruce Small, whose company wrote the 
Toronto report, introduces another ticky 
aspect of the issue, noting “indoor air 
pollution in schools is a severe liability 
problem. There is no way of predicting who 
will be badly alfected by scemingly minor 
exposures (o chemicals, Purents in Toronto 
are presently organizing: for potitical and 
legal action around the issue of pollution 
and education ina vroup called Parents for 
Education Without Pollution (PEP), Boards 
of education may soon find themselves in 
a difficult insurance situation because they 
may be damaging the health of students 
and, in the present insurance climate, they 
may bot be covered.” 

Was the unusually low mark your child 
scored on a test List week due to fury 
thinking, caused by fumes from the cork 
wall cavering mothe claysreoay? Is) your 
byperictive child reacting to lood additives 
wis ar her faneh Do we know enough 


sbout die castconngatin ss laich our ehildien 


spond a age part ot there day? 
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